Background: Prior research studies on the predictors of success in nurse practitioner programs have not focused on students in rural areas.
designated health provider shortage areas with between 16% and 25% of county residents reporting inability to access a health care provider due to cost. The above data indicates there is a need for more nurse practitioners to meet the healthcare needs of this rural, underserved region.
Three factors found to predict student success in graduate nursing programs were the admission grade point average (GPA), nursing GPA, and undergraduate science GPA (Ortega Burns, Hussey, Schmidt, & Austin, 2013; Patzer et al., 2017) . Similarly, undergraduate GPA has been found to be indicative of graduate GPA (El-Banna et al., 2015) . At a large, public, Midwestern urban university, a formula for graduate doctor of nursing practice admissions was developed, which included a weighting of 70% for GPA, 15% for the professional statement, and 15% for the three recommendation letters (Creech & Aplin-Kalisz, 2011) . A national investigation of rural nursing programs found barriers to student recruitment included program expense, distance of commute to campus, and work schedule considerations (Skillman et al., 2014) . However, there is limited data on barriers to program completion or factors contributing to student success in those rural nurse practitioner programs. There is a need for more research on the predictive factors for graduate nursing success. Prior research studies on the predictors of success in nurse practitioner programs have not focused on students in rural areas. The purpose of this study was to examine data on the factors that influence student success in a rural nurse practitioner program in the southeastern US.
Theoretical Framework
Tinto's Model of Student Departure provides a framework for considering the predictors of student attainment and persistence (Tinto, 1993) . According to Tinto, a student's decision to Online Journal of Rural Nursing and Health Care, 18(2) http://dx.doi.org/10.14574/ojrnhc.v18i2.536 213 withdraw from a university occurs due to both student characteristics, including pre-entry attributes and goal commitments, and his or her academic, environmental and social integration in an institution. Pre-entry attributes include factors such as family background, abilities, skills, and prior schooling. Goal commitments refers to the intentions of the student when entering the program and external commitments by the student to family, friends, work obligations, and others. Tinto (1993) identified that African American students, students from low-income families, and adult students required individualized interventions to decrease attrition. Although Tinto's model was originally designed for undergraduate students, it may be applicable to graduate nursing students.
Methods

Data collection.
The study was conducted through academic admission record review of family nurse practitioner students at a rural, public university in the southeastern US with expected graduation dates of December 2016 and December 2017. Approval for the study was received from the University's Institutional Review Board. The protocol approval number is 09-26-2017-008. Data were extracted from a secured drive and transcribed into an Excel spreadsheet, with the collected data providing program information for the phase I analysis of a multi-phase study. A small sample size was expected due to few cohorts with both program admission and completion information.
Phase I included extraction of pre-entry attributes data from both successful (program graduate) and unsuccessful (non-program graduate) students and included demographic and education variables (Table 1) . years for successful students (p = 0.2). Undergraduate BSN institution was a non-significant factor, as was the mean number of miles students lived away from campus. Mean undergraduate BSN GPA was higher for successful students 3.5 (SD = 0.36) when compared to unsuccessful students 3.36 (SD = 0.39) (p = 0.1). Although age and BSN GPA were non-significant factors, there are apparent differences between the groups that may be significant in a larger sample size of the population. 
Discussion
Analysis of program admission data revealed suboptimal program completion rates for local
Pee Dee residents and African American students. Additionally, students with mean undergraduate GPAs below 3.5 were less successful in program completion. There were no conclusive demographic or education factors for program success among the students. Supporting minority students to successfully graduate nursing programs is of great importance in order to develop nurse practitioners that represents the demographics of the surrounding population and meet the healthcare needs of rural diverse communities.
Understanding factors that positively and negatively influence minority student success can aid graduate nursing programs to support and respond to the unique needs of rural minority students.
Online Journal of Rural Nursing and Health Care, 18(2) http://dx.doi.org/10.14574/ojrnhc.v18i2.536
218
For this Phase I analysis, barriers for rural and African American students for successful program completion were not clear given the information available in the academic admission records.
Thus, a Phase II qualitative study is planned to investigate barriers and facilitators to successful program completion for African American students who have previously been enrolled in the program. Phase II will include focus group sessions led by African American nurse practitioners to interview former African American students to discuss both program and socio-demographic factors that influenced their success in the program.
Several themes have been cited in the literature as barriers to minority student success.
Isolation and loneliness, discrimination and a lack of cultural competence by faculty, peers, patients, and staff, and lack of emotional and advisory support have been frequently identified in the literature (Loftin, Newman, Dumas, Gilden, & Bond, 2012; Murray, 2015; Veal, Bull, & Miller, 2012; Gardner, 2005) . These themes, highlighting a lack of social integration, are consistent with factors identified in Tinto's Model of Student Departure as influencing a student's decision to depart from an institution (Tinto, 1993) .
Factors associated with minority student success includes program and personal factors. The presence of academic support, mentoring, and a minority student association are positive program factors (Loftin et al., 2012; Murray, 2015; Veal et al., 2012) . Integration and inclusivity within the program and among peers is also very important (Murray, 2015; Veal et al., 2012) . Academic progression, defined as successfully obtaining knowledge and proceeding to the next course, helps instill confidence (Veal et al., 2012) . Personal characteristics associated with success include determination, overcoming obstacles, and a resolve to succeed (Loftin et al., 2012; Gardner, 2005) . found to support student retention (Tinto, 1993) . Phase II findings will be analyzed and interventions will be tailored to meet the specific needs of rural and African American students in the program in an effort to increase student success.
Limitations
Although the generalizability of the phase I results is limited due to sampling from one rural nurse practitioner program and a small sample size, findings revealed important group differences and warrant further investigation. The limited nature of the information available in the admission record hindered understanding of the influence of programmatic and socio-demographic factors on both overall and African American successful program completion. In response to these limitations, a Phase II qualitative exploration is planned to gain understanding of barriers and facilitators to successful program completion. Although location of the institution and distance of student residence from campus were non-significant in this analysis, focus group sessions may reveal additional barriers unique to rural-dwelling students and their access to program support services. Additionally, future study phases will include replication of the quantitative analysis and a logistic regression analysis using a larger number of student cohorts to increase power and generalizability of findings.
Conclusion
Decreased successful program completion rates overall and for both rural and African American students in a southeastern US rural graduate nurse practitioner program are not well understood by examination of admission factors and criteria. However, understanding barriers and facilitators to successful program completion for African Americans is vital to providing tailored support for these minority graduate students. There is a need for more research to better understand the perceived beliefs and barriers experienced by rural minority students and how those beliefs are
Online Journal of Rural Nursing and Health Care, 18(2) http://dx.doi.org/10.14574/ojrnhc.v18i2.536 220 related to successfully completing a family nurse practitioner program. Focus groups with successful and unsuccessful nurse practitioner students may provide qualitative data on this population and pathways to support minority student success. By identifying and ameliorating the factors associated with minority student success, it may be possible to increase minority students' graduation rates and to ultimately see the number of minority advance practice registered nurses increase to be more representative of the population being served.
